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small but growing number of
voices in the CRC are claiming
that the only way we can real
ly minister to our homosexual
members is to loosen up on
celibacy.
If we update
ourselves on recent discus
sions, they say, we will see
that Guideline 3 of the 1973
Report was loo restrictive, or at
least that there are two legiti
mate opinions on this issue.

—COVER ESSAY

DO WE NEED TO
"REVISIT" 1973?
Yes, no, maybe so. Yes, if this means we in the
CRC must do a lot more to love and minister to
homosexual persons as mandated by the 1973
Report. No, if this means changing our position that
celibacy is Gods will for all people who are not married.
Maybe so, if this means updating ourselves on discussions
about homosexuality that have taken place since 1973.

I raise the question of reconsidering 1973 because

Perhaps we do need to
update ourselves on recent
discussions. But familiarity
with the debates on bibli
cal exegesis, hermeneu
tics, ethics, and the causes
of homosexuality that have
taken place during the
past two decades will not
lead to a new position on
celibacy . In fact it will
strengthen the old one. Let me
briefly outline why this is so,
without gelling into the details.

—

Common Arguments
for Changing '73
Some claim that
new information
about genetic or brain functional causes of
homosexual orientation
weaken 1973’s conclusion
about celibacy.
Bui these

1
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JOHN COOPER
Professor of
Philosophical
Theology at
Calvin Seminary

causes have not yet been sci
entifically proven and are still
controversial. And even if
they turn out to be true, that
will not change 73. The
Report distinguishes between
the orientation, which is usu
ally involuntarily acquired
and may be very difficult to
modify, and the practice,
which is a matter of choice
and the will. It concludes
that we ought not to blame
people for their orientation
Please see COVER
ESSAY next page ►
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but should hold them respon
sible for their actions. No new
evidence about involuntary
causes of the orientation can
change this position. All of us
have involuntary desires to do
what God does not want us to
do. But that does not make
acting on those desires invol
untary or permissible.
Many have argued
that Scripture does
not forbid faithful, loving
same-sex relationships

because it does not even
address them. They claim
that the biblical texts only
address homosexual rape, lust,
promiscuity, and pagan reli
gious practices. During the
last ten years, however, a
number of scholars have
responded to these readings,
demonstrating that such
restricted interpretations are
difficult to defend on standard
exegetical grounds. If any
thing, the traditional position
has emerged from this debate
even stronger than before.
There simply are not two
equally valid readings of most
of the biblical texts that refer
to homosexual behavior.
Furthermore, defending
Christian homosexual practice
with this narrow reading of
the texts is incompatible with
standard Reformed hermeneu
tics. It ignores the analogy of

Scripture—the cumulative
teaching of Scripture on sexu
ality in general and on homo
sexual acts in particular. The
analogy of Scripture is that
sexual expression is intended
for marriage as ordained by
God. Ultimately the Bible
rejects all other sexual rela
tions. Therefore, even if it
were never mentioned specifi
cally, same-sex activity would
be ruled out by implication.
But in fact there is an explicit
analogy of Scripture for homo
sexual relations. It is uniform
ly negative, whatever the par
ticular social, cultural, or reli
gious associations of the spe
cific texts.
Using the analogy of
Scripture, Reformed ethics
attempts to discern the univer
sal principles taught in the
Bible and to distinguish them
from applications of principles
that might be limited, tempo
rary, or culturally specific.
Identification of these princi
ples is what enables us to
apply Scripture to contemporary situations and practices
that the Bible does not specifi
cally address: abortion,
euthanasia, global economics,
and many others, Using
methods
of
Reformed
hermeneutics and ethics,
therefore, it is impossible to
say that Scripture does not
address the kind of homosexual activity envisioned by the
V*'2----- r... _i-------i
•
voicesJor change in the
posilion of the CRC.
Incidentally, the case ffor
the ordination of women. is
Is
_______

debate is over how they relate. not turn unjust capital punish-1
Scripture speaks with only one ment into a good thing.
voice about homosexual prac Scripture never implies that:
God’s grace turns sin into
tice, however.
Some people defend acceptable behavior. Gods
3 the right to modify grace is shown in forgiving us.
the CRC position on calling us to repentance, and
celibacy on the ground enabling us to grow in obedi
that homosexuality is not ence.
a confessional matter. But
But perhaps homosexual
that is not quite true. The practice is like adoption, some
Heidelberg Catechism’s treat say, an unnatural relationship
ment of the seventh com that grace can make redemp
mandment covers all of sexual tive. However, the analog,
morality as taught by with adoption is not very close
Scripture. In fact Leviticus because caring for children is
18:30 (which alludes to the something that God wills
entire chapter) is listed as a Homosexual practice is more
reference. If Scripture warns aptly compared to other kinds
against homosexual acts, then of sexual activities that God
by implication the Catechism forbids. Are they too possible
does too.
channels of grace?
Faithful homosexual
But what about
I
I relationships are
6 the experience of
sometimes defended as committed
Christian
“second best.” Although homosexual couples'! .
celibacy is God’s ideal, it is Some of them are such beauti
said, the church should accept ful Christians and so deeply
the committed relationships of spiritual in their relationships.
those who cannot attain it. Can we still say that their ’
But should the church then physical relationship is i
also permit such relationships wrong? We can if Scripture. I
for heterosexuals who wish to not experience, is the final
marry but cannot? It is true authority. Experience can be
that a committed relationship deceptive. I once spoke with a
is better than promiscuity. But loving and pious Reformed
that only makes it a lesser evil, Christian who had helped sev
not a lesser form of good.
eral people voluntarily eutha- I
Some appeal to the nize themselves after prayer,
5 greatness of God's psalm-singing, and good-bye
grace. If God can transform hugs. She assured me that this |
other tragedies
and evils,', even was a beautiful experience of
„..- o
Jesus
’ death,
into means of God’s gracious presence even |
grace, why can't he do this in death. This illustrates why
with homosexuality? It is no experience cannot be the final
doubt true that God's grace norm for faith and practice. I
By the same token, the com
passion that we should feel for
the suffering experienced by
homosexual people, some of it
caused
by us
fellow
Christians, does not justify
overturning biblical teaching.
-Cooper
This is a partial overview
of how I think a new study of
Guideline 3 would go. The
turns evil into good, but not arguments and evidence for
by way of approving practices both positions would bei con
that he has forbidden in sidered ...
_ ’. In the
1.. end
in detail.
Scripture. Jesus’ death does
Cont. pg. 5 ►

^Scripture, not experience,
is the final authority• J J
quite different. It involves two
analogies of Scripture: the
equality of women and the
subordination of women. The
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editorial
David E. Holwerda, Editor

Truth and Freedon
Which has priority------ beings free. Our generation
truth or freedom? Jesus says, needs
1 to hear the truth.
"the truth will set you free”. But
A Challenging Task
we live in a culture that maxi
mizes freedom at the expense of
Truth can offend. Jesus
truth.
spoke the truth and his genera
Today freedom often deter tion was offended. Many were
mines what can be accepted as looking exclusively for political
truth. The sexual revolution of freedom to be seized if and when
recent decades has been an exer available. Jesus spoke of a cap
cise in freedom at the expense of tivity that exists even when
truth. But such an exercise of politically free. He spoke the
freedom produces oppression:

u Which has priority Truth or Freedom? „
the spread of sexual diseases, the
breakdown of marriage and fam
ily, and even an increase in
poverty.
Sadly, a similar subordina
tion of truth is occurring in cer
tain educational circles. There
political conectness rules, a code
| word for an ideology shaped
exclusively by considerations of
class, gender, and race. 1 read
recently of one university course
which requires acceptance of a
radical feminist ideology for
admission. Challenge by other
I ideas or truths would not be tol-

uncomfortable truth that all
human beings are sinners.
Consequently, freedom lies
only in accepting Jesus, his
deeds and his teaching, as
the truth. The cross of Jesus
Christ is absolutely necessary for
genuine human freedom.

free”
■32). Truth sets human

r-sel V°u

personal opinion, shaped by
one’s class, gender, or race.
All such “truths” are merely
personal, relative, equally
valid and binding on no one.
Proclaiming in such a world that

Our generation also is
by,Jesus is absolutely essential for
“sin” has dropped out of its genuine freedom becomes an
vocabulary.
The more instance of religious intolerance
enlightened view is that and personal arrogance.
*-T

i erated. Ideologies parade as
' truth but they are at best
narrow, one-sided perspeci tives claiming to be the uni
versal truth. The result is
suppression of truth and
oppression of persons.
National Socialism and
Communism were such ideolo
gies which wreaked havoc on
lnith and freedom.
The church is “the pillar and
foundation of the truth” (I
Timothy 3:15), and Jesus said: “If
y°u hold to my leaching, you are
rea* >’ my disciples. Then you
Wlll know the truth and the

behavior (good or bad) is
determined either by
outside influence or by inter
nal genetic structure.
Consequently, human beings arc
viewed more as helpless victims
than as responsible moral agents.
The word “sin”, however, entails
the truth that we are responsible
for our conduct. In 1973. the
famous psychiatrist, Dr Karl
Menninger, published a book
with the intriguing title,
Whatever Became of Sin? By
dropping the concept of sin and
by negating individual responsi
bility for conduct, our culture,
Menninger argued, was destroy
ing the possibility and hope of
freedom.
Besides “sin,” our culture
seems also willing to surrender
the belief in universal truth or
anyone’s ability to know it.
Truth is being reduced to
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DAVID E.
KOLWERDA
Professor of
Nev/ Testament
at Calvin Seminary.

One reviewer of my book on
Jesus and Israel expressed such a
view. He was astonished that
anyone in this post-holocaust
era could still insist that Jesus is
necessary also for the Jews. He
berated me for not letting the
Jews be Jews.
Proclaiming truth may give
offence, but where truth is not
spoken freedom is diminished.

Truth and Ideology
Life is complex and reality
can be puzzling. Ideologies arise
as human attempts to make
sense out of these complexities.
Politicians are easily attracted to
an ideology because it eases
decision making. One cannot
know everything, so let the ide
ology determine the decision.
But ideologies are always partial,
one-sided human explanations
which run the danger of ignor
ing inconvenient truths. When
elevated to the level of an exclu
sive, universal world-view, ide
ologies become restrictive, erro
neous, and oppressive.
The truth of Jesus is not
an ideology . For the Jesus
who speaks and identifies him
self with the truth is also the pre
existent Word of God through
whom all things were made.
Cont. pg. 8
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TNI CASE FOR CHANGE
Identity
Realization of one’s same
sex orientation often leads to a
gay self-identity. The commu
nity says “you are gay,” not as
an adjective describing one
aspect of one’s sexuality but as
a noun, identifying who one is.
The answer to the question all
people ask “who am I?” is, for
many homosexuals, “I am gay”
Professor of Pastoral
or “I am lesbian.”
Care at Calvin Seminary
As all Christians know, the
question “who am I?” is a
deeply spiritual question. One
The desire for change is the that God addresses in the holy
first and often enduring scripture. The answer may
response to the discovery of never be “I am a male, or
one's homosexuality. “I don’t American, or a doctor.”
want to be different.” “Am I Although these may describe
always going to be this way?” me and be some part of my
“Lord, I cry out to you. change identity, they are not who I
me.” This deep dissatisfaction truly am. Who I truly am is, /
with oneself, even horror and am a human being created
rejection of oneself, coupled by God, I am a child of

mm o. hugen

with desperate search for reme
dies is the common response
of teenagers who discover that
their sexuality responds to per
sons of the same sex. The
ensuing panic and depression
often lead to suicidal thoughts,
sometime to suicide itself.
When the sexual orientation is
made known to family or
friends, they often join the des
perate search.
What kind of change is
possible? What can the church
offer to such young people,
realistically and responsibly?
What hope does God offer?
The church must be careful not
to promise more than God
does, but also not promise less.

God, I am a Christian. That
is who I really and truly am.
That is my deepest identity and
it overshadows all other char
acteristics of me, it qualifies
them all.
The first and in many ways
the most significant change
that God offers to all who
struggle with a condition such
as homosexuality is that this is
not who you are. It is only
something about you.
This change does not come
easy, at least for many. The
culture, the gay community,
and even the church tend to
reduce homosexual persons to
their sexuality, relate to them
in terms of their sexuality, and

therefore powerfully communi more than some can bear arj
cate the message “this is who they “fall into temptation.”
you are.”
The Scripture teaches
The change to a different many useful things abom
core identity can be crucial to temptations, useful also fe
all other changes, for the dealing with sexual tempi:,
;
answer faith gives to the “who tions:
am I?” question shapes our
-"Because he (Jesus) himself
relationships, our behaviors,
suffered when he was
and our expectations.
tempted, he is able to help
those who are being
Vocation
tempted” Heb. 2:18
-’’For we do not have a high
The second spiritual ques
priest who is unable
tion every person must answer
to sympathize with our
is “what am I here for? What
weaknesses,
but we have
is the purpose of my life?”
one who has been tempted
Again, this is an area of life in
in every way, just as we
which significant change is
are
—yet was without sin.”
possible for persons who are
Heb.
4:15
homosexual.
”
So,
if you think you are
The realization of one’s
standing
firm, be careful
same sex orientation carries
that you don’t fall! No
with it pictures of closed
temptation has seized you
doors: marriage, a family of my
except
what is common to
own, sometimes even a place
man. And God is faithful; he j
within one’s family or church.
will not let you be tempted
Closed doors, all of them.
beyond
what you can bear.
Discovering the multiple
But
when
you are tempted,
ways God expects the gay per
he
will
also
provide a way
son to serve him is a significant
out so that you can stand
part of the change that brings
under it. ” i Cor. 10:12,13
wholeness and health to homo
Christians can and do grow
sexual persons. These include
persons
gifts
for
ministry
and
*
n
t
^
r ability to resist tempual
..
role in the church, a persons tions. They grow in their faith
citizenship and role in a com that in Christ all things are
munity, the persons occupa- possible, they grow in their
lion, her relationship to family ability to discern and avoid sit....................
' nations in which temptations
and’ r
friends
—all of the ways
God calls each of us to serve come, they grow in forgiveness
him. A deep sense of vocation and the eradication of both
Su^1 anc^ shame which under
brings with itt many other
<
changes, including self-control mine l^e ability to resist new
temptations.
and a healthy self-identity.

Temptation

Self-control

Sexual thoughts, pictures
and urges often trouble
—
.p
persons who are homosexual,
even to
t the point of obsession.
This can be especially true
when the issues of identity and
vocation are still unsettled. A
lonely resistance against
unremitting temptations is

The gift of self-control i$
necessary for all those who aim
at chastity in singlenessOtherwise, marry, says the
aP°stle Paul. But what if mar
riage is not a possibility, and
for many persons troubled
with same sex attractions it is
Cont. pg. 5 >

4

*

CALVIN SEMINARY FORUM

CHANG!cont. ____
hugen
not. Is lhis a catch 22 from
which no escape is possible?
Like many other virtues
self-control is both a gift and a
command. Scripture teaches us
to seek those gifts we lack (//
Peter 1:5.6 and I Cor. 12:31). Selfcontrol is a fruit of the Spirit
who live in the
given to those
t
’
spirit (Gal. 5:23). It is a
Christian virtue we must culti
vate (Titus 2:2-6, 31). We must
seek it. practice it, develop it,
and in the end recognize that it
Jt

Healing
This is what most people
are thinking when they ask “Is
change possible?” Can my
sexual responses, my sexual
attractions, my ability to
become aroused be changed
from same sex to opposite sex’
And, therefore, is it possible for
me to date, look- forward
to
marriage, and have a family of
my own.
The scriptures clearly tell
us that Jesus came to heal as
we
]'| as to preach the good
..^.1

"A condition ••• is not who
you are"

comes from God. He gives us all
we need to resist temptation.
Unfulfilled sexual desire
has often troubled the lives of
saints. Self-control often
comes through the spiritual
disciplines, including prayer.
But it also comes through a
community of fellow believers
in which one finds the emo
tional and spiritual intimacy
that our sexuality is meant to
ilead’ us to. Isolation and
loneliness
a99_____
ravate

desire and undermine self
control. A church commu
nity that gathers in the
seekers, the troubled, and
the tempted, a community
that recognizes them as
part of the body, that com
munity engenders self
control and makes celibacy
possible.

news of the kingdom. Also,
his disciples are sent out to
heal as well as preach the
gospel. However, he does not
promise to heal everyone of
every malady or condition that
- - them.
..
troubles
In .fact, .he tells
us the opposite. We shall all
have afflictions, diseases, and
eventually die. Yet everyone of
us has been healed, often, in
countless ways, but not always.
We join the saints under the
altar crying out “How long, O
Lord?” How long before we
are delivered from these
bondages that handicap and
restrict us?
So, what can we expect?
Christian ministries, many of
them associated with Exodus
International, Box 77652,
Seattle, WA 98177, give testi

COVER ESSAYcont.
COOPER
the position of 1973 would stand even
more firmly than before, making dis
sent much more difficult to justify.

Should We Revisit 1973?
Should „
19731 No. If
that means weakening the norm of
celibacy. Maybe, if that means elaborating and comparing the cases for

monies of many people who
have experienced wondrous
healing. Exodus International
makes for referrals to the near
est of their 85 ministries in
North America (206) 7847799). Also, psychotherapists,
both Christian and non
Christian, give accounts of
recover}^ and significant reori
entation of sexual drives.
Again, not everyone. And.
often not completely. When
healing is defined as the ability
to be sexually attracted to and
aroused by persons of the
opposite sex, to establish a
healthy heterosexual preference, and to establish and
maintain a heterosexual relationship, when healing is
defined by these criteria, then
psychologists and others who
do such therapy consistently
report a rate of healing from 33
1/3% to 50 %.
Psychiatrists such as Dr.
Irving Bieber, Dr. Judd
Marmor. and Dr. Charles
Socarides—already in the
______
r.
1960
’s reported
recoveryy rates
of one-third to one-half of
those who seek reorientation,
These rates correspond with
the reports of Dr. Charles van
den Aardweg, Dr. Elizabeth
Moberly, Dr. Mansell Pattison
and Dr. Joseph Nicolosi, all of
_
whose therapeutic research. is
3CL.
Dr.
from the 1980s and 90’s. T
Wm. Masters tand Virginia
Johnson, reported a recovery
rate of more than two-thirds of
the eighty-one persons they
treated, nearly all of whom
maintained their reorientation

both sides, thereby demonstrating and
educating the CRC on the continuing
..j
validity of 1973. Yes, if that means
going beyond reaffirmation of
cf
Guideline 3 to serious implementation
of all the Guidelines of the Report. Yes,
if it means actually loving and ministerW^^**“"**'
ters
voices calling
ters in
in Jesus
Jesus Christ.
My
wor
7/
0
V
committed
homosex"
My won
for accepts

5

iupon testing six years later
(Homosexuality in Perspective,
1979). But note, recovery or
healing does not mean that
these persons arc never troubled by homosexual urges or
fantasies. They lessen, sometimes dramatically, but healing
is rarely total, just as with
many other human conditions.
However, it is real and it is
common enough that persons
who are homosexual and
desire to be otherwise should
seek therapists who are ready
to do such therapy. In any case,
ministries patterned on a
recover}7 model help homosexual persons make those
changes that are possible for
them. 1For some it is significant reorientation. For others
it is a change in self-identity, a
deeper sense of vocation, and
greater self-control. For all it
can be a new understanding of
the hope held out in I Cor. 6.11
of the new life in Christ “and
such were some of you.” ■

ual relationships is not that they will gain
legitimacy in the CRC. That’s just not
going to happen. My concern is that they
will continue to divert attention from our
responsibility for all the Guidelines of
1973. As long as people challenge
Guideline 3, we as a denomination will
focus our energy defending it. I believe
challenging 1973 is counterproduc
tive to real ministry to homosexual
people. ■
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/

MB ft. DE
President and Professor
of Historical Theology at
Calvin Seminary

We have a problem. It is
causing confusion.
The problem is that some
voices in the church are speak
ing and acting like the 1973
position on homosexuality is
optional. People are free to dis
agree with it, some claim,
because we are not bound by
synodical decisions. So, some
disagree openly—in personal
conversations, on the internet,
in articles in church papers, per
haps even in classrooms or from
the pulpit. We should tolerate,
even welcome these voices, it is
said. These dissenters have a
right to their opinions and to
express them. By giving them a
platform in the church the
church tests its positions,
learns, and moves forward.
Even church leaders, office
bearers, have claimed this right
for themselves and for others.
This approach to issues
may be legitimate for a pluralis
tic, secular society. But is it
acceptable procedure within a
confessional church striving to
express the unity of Christ’s
body?
The confusion caused is
obvious. This sort of thinking
confuses people about the
church’s witness. Where does
it stand? It confuses people

about the nature of synodical
decisions. Are they binding?
Do we have a right simply to
accept or to reject them? It
confuses people when the
church deals with such dissent
in a vacillating or indifferent
manner. Does the church
really lake seriously what it
says? Where it stands? Will
the church do anything to
or about those who express
disagreement with its basic
positions?
Confusion mutes our
witness and undermines life
our morality. Doctrine and
life are affected.

Fortunately those who plead
for openness and a plurality of
positions on homosexual prac
tice are few. But the appeal has
been made often enough to gen
erate this theme issue of Calvin
Seminary Forum.
The purpose of this article is
to tackle head-on the argument
for the toleration of conflicting
positions on homosexualism
(sexual activity between persons
of the same gender).

Biblical Basics
A review of some basic bibli
cal teachings about the church
is helpful in assessing the problem.
The church is those people
who believe in Christ and
accept him as Lord of their lives,
They are participants in his
death and resurrection, in that
through faith they have died to
the old humanity (flesh, world,
sinful nature) and been raised to
new life in him. Believers are
transformed in their thinking
and consecrated in their living.
They are called to be his witnesscs and agents of spiritual
renewal in this world. They are
guided by his Word in their
thinking and living. In doctrine
and life they have a solidarity
and unity shaped by this Word.
On this basis the apostles

call Christians to peace and churches are confessing chinch,
unity. Paul indicates that they es that take their statementsq( :
“live worthy of the calling” faith and their definitioncf
when they “maintain the unity Christian living seriously.
of the Spirit in the bond of
Handling Issues in
peace.” (Eph. 4:1, 3) A mark
of Christian maturity is attain
Unity and Peace
ing “the unity of the faith
Against this backgrounds 1
and of the knowledge of the
Son of God.” (Eph. 4:13) question arises of whether the
Encouraging the Colossians to church can ever change. D:
various expressions of the new peace and unity consign the
life in Christ, he says, “And church to unthinking, unbend
above all these put on love, ing conformity to tradition’
How is it possible to think ne~
thoughts? To address nes
issues? To examine past pn?
tices? Does “the faith ona
How should the
delivered to the saints’’ which
we hold precious consign th
church manage
church to a rigid, authoritarir.
change in a way
adherence to what is inherited' ,
that honors peace
Is there no room for biblical dis
covery? For new applications
and unity?
of the Word to church practice
1
'V
or Christian living? Is there n.1
advance in doctrine?
The answer, obviouslyi>
that part of responsible, obedi
which binds everything together ent service is to “produce things
in perfect harmony. And let the both old and new” for the king
peace of Christ rule in your dom. Even nodding acquain
hearts, to which indeed you tance with the history of the
were called in the one body." church demonstrates advances
(Col. 3:14-15) Similarly, Peter in understanding the gospel: the
urges Christians to “have unity Trinity and Christology (fourth
of spirit’’ and, quoting Psalm 34,
and fifth centuries), faith and
to “seek peace and pursue it." (I justification (sixteenth century.'Peter 3:8, 11) Paul reminds the ecumenics and missions (nine
badly divided Corinthian teenth and twentieth centuries'
church that they are to find New issues and problems have
unity in disputed matters of compelled the church to define
worship, “for God is not a new standards of Christian
God of confusion but of faithfulness: about earth-keep
peace.” (I Cor. 14:33)
ing or ecology, about abortion
The Bible grounds the unity and prolonging life via medical
and harmony of the church in technology, about nuclear arma
the nature of God and in the
ment and warfare, about
Christ-like nature believers are apartheid and other matters d
;acquiring.
' '
'In mind,
‘
’heart, and social justice.
spirit they are called to be■ one
The issue is not whether the
in the Lord. Then the church's church may enter new terrain
witness is clear and its life flour doctrinally and ethically. It
ishes. This ideal is not option- how the church is to traverse
al. It is5 an expression of our new territory while maintaining
union with Christ and with one peace and unity. We should be ,
another in Christ. Thus, good
Cont.page 7 ►
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Causes

acknowledged and came to be
openly debated in the church
more widely. Several study com
mittees even recommended, and
synods decided, that the reports
be referred to the churches for
study and discussion. In short,
by a series of deliberate deci
sions, the church kept the dis
cussion and study alive for a
quarter century. In that very
unusual situation (the only
comparable case where synods
invited sustained discussion that
became divisive was the debate
a uniform order of worship,
1916-1934), increasingly people
and churches disagreed with
synodical decisions, said so,
claimed they were free to do so,
and even organized their dissent.
Our synods have responded
to the issue of homosexuality in
a radically different (and much
more typical) manner. The
synod of 1973, based on a clear
and careful study, took a definite
and unambiguous position.
That position is so solidly held
that recent synods have refused
to reopen and to review it. The
Reformed Ecumenical Council
has reiterated it in its own recent
study. What the church last year
did agree to do was to study
better ways to achieve the
understanding and support of
homosexual persons that 1973
committed us to.
On the issue of homo
sexuality, therefore, no
basis exists for claiming that
leaders are free to dissent
publicly with the church’s
position. There is every
basis for expecting them to
be fully supportive of it. ■

What is the origin, then, of
the notion that our church
order or synodical positions are
merely advisory?
One source undoubtedly
is the acid of today’s rampant
individualism, which eats
away the unity and mutual
accountability of the body
of Christ.
Others are perversity, pride,
stubbornness, arrogance or
other spiritual weaknesses that
remain too much a part of us.
"No basis exists for daiming that
But a third may be a mistaken,
uncritical application of the
leaders are free to dissent publidy"
church’s approach to the wornen’s ordination issue to the
question of homosexualism
Regarding women in office the
Until such considered
mitment to leadership, to teach,
church repeatedly (1970, 1973,
defend, and propagate this change is approved, the
1976, 1979, 1981, 1984, 1987)
understanding of the faith (form church is bound by its
appointed committees to examof subscription, ordination existing doctrine and polity.
ine this subject. The major
forms). When issues are studLeaders are obliged to
reports indicated either a bibli
ied, deliberated, and resolved by promote and to defend its
cal
allowance for or a biblical
our church assemblies, leaders positions. This
warrant for ordaining gifted
are obligated to implement them approach
women; but obscurities and
and to support them. These promotes the
|
disputed interpretations were
decisions are considered “settled biblical
and binding” unless proven (by standards
due ecclesiastical process) to of order and
contradict the Word of God harmony.
(church order, art. 29). The
Even our
church order is not merely teachers
descriptive of how the church and profesconducts its affairs, though it SOrs, who are
does this, but is a prescriptive charged to
covenant of how churches will examine the
live together in peace and unity, issues of the day,
When people and churches accept the oblihonor these commitments, gation to defend
peace and unity are fostered, the positions of
Thus, it is not without biblical the church, even
warrant that many synods of the while setting out
past have staled as a ground for all sides of an
taking a decision that it would issue or posi“Is the 1973 position on
“promote the peace and unity of tion fairly.
the church.”
homosexuality optional?”
In its collective wisdom the
churches have defined such
ways or mechanisms for consid
ering change as gravamens,
overtures, and appeals. The first
addresses alleged error in the
confessions. The last two initi
ate considerations of new mat
ters, ask for revisions of previous

clearer than some are today
about how the church manages
change in a way that honors
peace and unity.
Every office bearer is asked
to make a good faith, clear-conscience endorsement of the
Christian faith as summarized in
our fthree forms of unity and the
universal creeds. They are
expected, as part of their com

'f

synodical decisions, or appeal
prior handling of matters
Churches or individuals can ask
assemblies for a study committee
to analyze a new or sensitive
issue. If the recommendations
of such a committee are
approved, change in thought or
practice occurs. All these mechanisms provide for orderly, thorough consideration by the
church, thus for change that best
protects and reflects the peace
and harmony of the church.
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Consequently the truth of the
Scriptures fils the created order
because the same Mediator is
responsible for both.
Thus Christian truth is as
specific as the Scriptures
and as wide as the creation.
If we narrow the horizons
and ignore inconvenient
truths, we run the risk of
turning Christian truth into
an ideology.- From Augustine
to Calvin the church has been
warned not to ignore truth
wherever it is found. Of course,
the church must not lie itself too
quickly to new theories for sci
entists also can be governed in
their interpretations by personal
or cultural ideologies. A critical
stance is necessary. Still it must
be a stance which acknowledges
and does not fear Gods truth,
whether it be in the created

"Where truth is not spoken
freedom is diminished"
order or in the history of
redemption. We may not always
know how to fit together the
infallible perspective of Scripture
and particular truths of the creat
ed order, for in this also we see
in a glass darkly. But we may
not ignore the challenge.
For where truth is not spo
ken, genuine human freedom is
diminished.

Truth and Freedom
Freedom is not license.
Life is structured, bounded
by the order of creation and
the will of the Creator.
Ignoring boundaries leads
not to freedom but to
oppression.
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Voices in our culture pro
claim the myth that boundaries
are arbitrary, oppressive struc
tures which can simply be willed
out of existence. Yet limits exist
whether we acknowledge them
or not and they exact their price
when not acknowledged.
Truth calls for obedience.
While truth can be formulated as
teaching, it intends to shape
human life. Only when we listen
to its call and walk in the truth do
i
we experience freedom. When
Our culture is busy negating
freedom cuts itself loose from
truth for what appears to be free
truth either by soaring above it or
dom. The church is called for
by flying in its face, freedom
such a time as this. It knows the
turns into bondage.
truth that genuinely sets people
free.

Postscript
After four years and thirteen issues, my responsibility
for the Forum has come to an end. Serving as editor has
been a delightful experience rather than the burden I once
thought it would be. Your reception of the Forum has
been most encouraging, and the Forum has begun to fill
what some perceived as a void in the conversation of the
seminary with the church. Although I will not retire until the
end of this academic year, it seemed best to appoint a new
editor for the beginning of a new year and a new volume of
the Forum.
The dream that produced the Forum was that it would
be a place where voices in the church could be heard.
Most of the voices have been those of seminary professors
with a few exceptions. We had hoped that more would
have entered the dialogue, but the requirement of writing a
full-page article in order to be heard is quite daunting.

ForuM
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My greatest disappointment has been an apparent
inability of some who are leaders in the church to listen to
opinions with which they disagree. That seems to be an
increasing cultural phenomenon, like changing a channel
on TV when one does not like what one hears. Today it is
difficult even in the church to dialogue about significant
differences. Dialogue does not demand assent, only a
willingness to take seriously what the other says. The lack
of such dialogue in the church is a serious loss that threat
ens its unity.
The Forum will continue to present responsible voices
articulating positions within the limits of Scripture and the
confessions. The reader need not agree with everything
that is written, but we hope that you will be able to listen
even to contrary opinions, to be challenged, and often
simply to enjoy the Forum.
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